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“Our Day Will Come.”
On 5 October 1968, a civil rights march ended in bloodshed in the streets of
Londonderry. This sparked the beginning of the Irish “Troubles”—a civil conflict between
Protestants loyal to British reign and nationalist Catholics that would span nearly thirty years.
Irish poet Seamus Heaney saw many parallels between the disturbing violence of the “Troubles”
and the tribal violence of the Iron Age and explored such tensions in his poetry. Poems such as
"Tollund Man" and "Punishment" still catch our attention for their graphic, verging on obsessive
rendering of tribal violence and exploration of age-old, controversial questions concerning
civility and barbarism. Poetry became Heaney’s literary outlet for frustration as he struggled to
come to terms with the plight of his nation. As Heaney recalls in his essay “Feeling into Words,”
“The problems of poetry moved from being simply a matter of achieving the satisfactory verbal
icon to being a search for images and symbols adequate to our predicament" (Heaney,
Preoccupations, 56).
Accordingly, the majority of scholars agree that the poetry Seamus Heaney wrote during
this time has strong political context. A continuing conversation of political critique centers
around poems included in collections such as Wintering Out (1972) and North (1975), written
and published during the “Troubles.” These have been examined repeatedly for their political
context, including exploration of questions concerning violence, nationalism, and identity
politics. However, one poem has curiously escaped such attention. Despite the fact that
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“Bogland” was published one year after the Londonderry riots in 1969, it has not been examined
for political context and has received little attention in way of politics.
"Bogland" has been examined instead as a mere process poem. Critics have analyzed it as
a psychological dig; an embodiment of Heaney's exploration of his fears as a poet and search for
a national Irish identity. Others have commented on the poem as a summary of Heaney's
relationship with his homeland, a sum of the complexities and nuances of the Irish landscape,
and even a representative of rough, local language. A few scholars have noted that "Bogland"
could be considered, at most, evidence of the process leading up to Heaney’s true entry into the
political sphere. However, they have not gone far enough. All have missed the signs that indicate
that "Bogland" is politically charged. Close examination of background and authorial intent
signify that "Bogland" was written with clear political context and deliberate political agenda.
Close textual analysis reveals several telling allusions to American nationalism, English
colonialism, and Irish imitations; further analysis reveals nationalistic implications in metaphors
of Ireland as a united world power. Citing this evidence, I assert that contrary to previous
scholarship, Heaney penned "Bogland" as a promotion of national Irish identity and a call for the
people of Ireland to end the civil strife and become a united nation of the world.
The absence of this poem in the critical conversations surrounding the intersection
between politics and Heaney's poetry is very telling. As one who has explored politics in the bog
poems most extensively, Tim Hancock argues that Heaney was an enormously political poet who
really stepped into this role in 1969. However, he centers his analysis upon Heaney's later
collections instead of the poetry that was published that year. He writes of Heaney's work,
"Death was to leave the more significant mark on his poetry after 1969, as increasing levels of
violence in the province made issues of allegiance and identity more pressing. A 'political' writer
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was born during the summer of that year" (Hancock 112). Though Door into the Dark, the
collection that features “Bogland,” was published during the time Hancock claims Heaney really
became a political poet, there is no further reference to it. Hancock implies that the poetry in this
volume is political, but does not address its political context and focuses instead on Heaney's
later works for evidence of politics in the bog poems. This argument is representative of the
political conversation surrounding the bog poems in which “Bogland” remains a shadow
regardless of the fact that it was published during the year that scholars claim Heaney
transformed into a political poet.
In glossing over the political context of the poetry in Door into the Dark, the majority of
scholars have taken their conversations in various directions. As previously discussed, the main
scholarly conversation focuses on this poetry as the embodiment of Heaney's psychological
exploration process. In this conversation, “Bogland” manifests Heaney's psychological journey
to identify himself and to make a congruence between self and country. Magdalena Kay argues
that the bog poems embody a psychological excavation through which Heaney addresses his
deepest fears and the endless search for national identity. According to her argument, the lines
from "Bogland" that refer to the Irish digging “Inwards and downwards” and subsequent digging
constitute a purposeful metaphor for the Irish search for identity throughout history (Kay 24).
She writes, "The speaker digs down to unearth what was 'sunk under,' in an obvious metaphor for
psychological excavation, in opposition to the imperialist 'horizontal' quest" (80). Kay continues
to argue that "Bogland" is a venture into the deep workings of Heaney's mind, the Irish
consciousness, and human instinct and fear: "The appropriative act of 'stripping' layers off of
Ireland's body becomes a quest for the mythic center" (81). Thus, "Bogland" reveals Heaney’s
deep psychological need for identity and purpose.

Graviet 4
Like Kay, Edna Longley evaluates "Bogland" as a realization of Heaney's psychological
excavation process. In exploring the implications and inner musings of the bog poems, she
analyzes the poetry and patterns prevalent throughout, arguing that they are an embodiment of
Heaney's conflicted inward reflections and those of his nation. In examining "Bogland,” she
writes of Heaney, "He opens his proper door into 'the matter of Ireland', by imagining history as
an experience rather than a chain of events, by dramatizing his own imaginative experience of
history, by discovering within his homeground a myth that fits the inconclusiveness both of
memory and of Irish history, and by fusing the psychic self-searching of poet and nation"
(Longley 34). Longley also cites the lines of the Irish pioneers striking "Inwards and
downwards" as evidence of this psychological fusing and excavation. "Bogland" is evidence of a
national search for anything definitive to hold onto in the midst of serious political turmoil and
reveals the crisis of the nation and the struggles of the people. As a preparatory inner searching,
it precedes Heaney's main political commentaries and entry into Ireland's struggle to find identity
under English oppression that take shape in Wintering Out and North. Longley writes, "1969
thus coincided with Heaney's readiness to pioneer the frontiers of Irish consciousness" (35). She
suggests that this poem is evidence of the transformation period in which Seamus Heaney began
to take a public stance in the world.
In analyzing the scholarly conversation concerning "Bogland," some have focused on this
psychological aspect as its defining characteristic. They have set the poem apart as the process
poem of an emerging Irish poet—an embodiment of his inner reflections and search for national
identity. The remainder of scholars has focused on either the setting or language of the poem and
the implications found therein. They have explored Heaney's musings and understanding within
his rendering of his homeland and the words he uses to describe it. Despite the correspondence
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of Door into the Dark with the surge of violence and the fact that it was penned in the midst of
political strife, the majority of conversations would indicate that "Bogland" is not to be read
politically, but to be analyzed as the psychological process and explorations of Seamus Heaney
prior to his real political poetry.
However, in evaluating the conversation, let us at last turn to Seamus Heaney himself.
Contrary to the general scholarship, Heaney has given clear indication that "Bogland" has
deliberate political context in his writings and interviews. In his interview with Scott O'Driscoll,
Heaney discusses the intentions of his poems and how they came to be. Heaney says of
"Bogland" and "Requiem for Croppies," "Obviously the vantage point from which they were
written was that of a Northern Irish Catholic with a nationalist background" (O'Driscoll 90). This
specific mention of a "nationalist background" indicates that these poems are to be read
politically. In suggesting that the poem was written with a nationalist mindset and with
nationalist intonation, Heaney also implies that politics play an important role in the formation
and unfolding of the poem. In Preoccupations, Heaney continues to explore the background and
intent of his poetry; he writes, "I had a tentative unrealized need to make a congruence between
memory and bogland, for the want of a better word, our national consciousness. And it all
released itself after 'We have no prairies...'—but we have bogs" (54-55). Heaney asserts here that
"Bogland" was written to bridge the landscape of Ireland and the national consciousness.
Through the poem, he aligns the two concepts and thereby promotes nationalism in connecting
with a national consciousness.
Thus, while the case that "Bogland" is a psychological exploration and journey into the
psyche of self and country is valid, Heaney's words indicate that there is much more. The
scholarly conversation has not gone far enough. Scholars have failed to examine "Bogland" for
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its political context, though Heaney has almost explicitly stated that "Bogland" holds deliberate
political context. In following Heaney's instruction to read "Bogland" politically, we find several
telling allusions to American nationalism, English colonialism, and Irish imitation. Various
references and metaphors provide further insight into an underlying political message. We find
that “Bogland” is not simply the process poem of an emerging Irish poet, but a poem written
with clear political intent, agenda, and context. In my close analysis of the poem, I evaluate the
political implications of this evidence and argue that the poem is a call for Irish nationalism.
Before writing "Bogland," Heaney had been reading about the great American plains and
the frontier as "An important myth in the American consciousness" (Heaney, Preoccupations,
54). Seeing how the plains helped to promote the enviable American spirit of national pride and
unity, Heaney realized the value in recognizing a defining national landscape and proclaimed
bogland as Ireland's own "great open plains." He writes, "...I set up—or rather, laid down—the
bog as an answering Irish myth" (54). Thus, the bold voice of national pride echoes with
incredible gravity in Heaney's unwritten reply to the very first line of the poem, "'We have no
prairies.'—But we have bogs" (55). With this definition of bogland as Ireland's national mythic
landscape, Heaney begins to relay a vision of nationalism that consists of imitating American
nationalism in a thoroughly Irish way.
Heaney makes further allusions to American nationalism with his designation of two
national symbols. Just as the eagle instills national pride and patriotism in Americans, Heaney
seeks to generate national pride with his reference to one of Ireland's great historical treasures,
the Great Irish Elk. When Heaney was in school, his neighbors discovered a massive elk skeleton
that had been preserved in a bog for hundreds of years. In referencing the Great Irish Elk, he
entreats his fellow countrymen to recall the feeling of pride that his neighbors felt when they first
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discovered the treasure and when it was dubbed a national artifact. Heaney calls for the Irish to
unite behind their own national symbol and take pride in the heritage that they share.
Heaney designates a second national symbol as he pens nostalgic lines about bog butter.
In the Iron Age, butter was difficult to make and very valuable. It had various uses and was
occasionally stored in bogs that acted as preservers (with their high acidity and cool
temperatures) to be kept fresh and safe from thieves. In referencing bog butter, Heaney calls
attention to how the Irish of that time contributed to the building of their country by living lives
based upon independence and hard work. He calls Irishmen to return to this independence and
insinuates that they have a duty to contribute to their country as their ancestors did; they have a
duty to continue the legacy of patriotism and national pride. The Great Irish Elk and the bog
butter become national symbols of a time before English colonialism, when the Irish claimed
independence, dignity, and self-sufficiency.
To reiterate the obligation that the Irish have to their country, Heaney writes, "The
ground itself is kind, black butter" (Heaney, "Bogland," 16). The word kind is derived from the
word kin, meaning family and relatives. In implementing this familial concept with its
accompanying connotations, Heaney strengthens his argument that Irishmen have a special duty
to unite and support their country. He declares that Ireland and her people are not strangers, but
family members who owe one another their best efforts and their allegiance.
Heaney calls for the Irish to act on this familial duty to defend the motherland and end
the English control of Northern Ireland as he pens the fighting words, "They'll never dig coal
here" (Heaney, “Bogland,” 20). He successfully others England through pronoun usage as he
subtly unites the Irish under a "we", implied as he pronounces a common enemy, “they”. When
"Bogland" was written, many Irishmen still relied on traditional bog peat for fuel. But while peat
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is a good source of fuel, it is nowhere near as efficient as coal. Unsurprisingly, Britain is the
motherland of coal and the Industrial Revolution and consequently symbolized everything ugly,
commercial, and impersonal. Heaney essentially writes that Great Britain will never dig coal, or
exploit and commercialize his native land. He seeks to inspire his countrymen to throw off the
chains of English colonialism as the Americans did two hundred years earlier. This line of the
poem calls all Irishmen to take a stand against English invasion by defending Ireland and
everything that she represents, beginning with the fuel that she provides.
Heaney begs his countrymen to stop the inner conflict as he writes, "Our pioneers keep
striking / Inwards and downwards" (Heaney, “Bogland,” 23-24). He mourns the meaninglessness
of Ireland's inner strife and observes that as the inner fighting continues, so does the nation's
digression. As a direct contrast to the traditional 'upwards and outwards' with 'inwards and
downwards', he warns his countrymen that if they persist in disintegrating inwardly, they will
keep going downwards rather than progressing and going upwards. Heaney increases the potency
of his claim as he writes, "Every layer they strip / Seems camped on before" (25-26). Here, the
layers of peat in a bog symbolize pages in the book of history. Heaney warns that if the Irish
continue to go the way that they are going, history will only repeat itself, and ruin and failure
will be the result. It is time for change; it is time for Irishmen to write a new chapter of unity and
power in the book of history—one that they can be proud of.
Utilizing strong circular imagery, Heaney paints a vision of a future independent, united
nation of Ireland. Indeed, perhaps the strongest point in Heaney's call for Irish nationalism is
found in his underlying message that Ireland is the center of the world. Throughout "Bogland,"
there is a ubiquitous pattern of circular imagery. Circles represent abundance and wholeness,
characteristics often associated with America. The sun, tarn, cyclops' eye, bog butter container,
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and bogholes are traditionally circular and symbolize this abundance and wholeness as the future
of Ireland. The lines, "Is wooed into the cyclops' eye / Of a tarn" (Heaney, “Bogland,” 5-6), paint
the image that Ireland is a sort of black hole into which everything is unavoidably drawn.
Through this powerful metaphor and the pattern of circularity, Heaney causes the reader to
imagine that Ireland is a black hole in the center of the earth. He asserts that Ireland should be
her own nation. And with the connotations of being drawn into a black hole, this future seems
inevitable.
Heaney's call for nationalism echoes throughout time in the last, endless line "The wet
centre is bottomless" (Heaney, “Bogland,” 28). The very word "bottomless" implies that the call
for nationalism will penetrate everywhere; it will sound in every ear and never end. Heaney
precludes this metaphor with the line "The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage" (27). This line
implies that the bogs of Ireland are so deep that they are seeping out into the ocean itself,
touching every shore. Heaney wants Ireland to be a powerful, influential nation like America.
With these last two lines, he claims that Ireland has the power to become a country that affects
the entire world. "Bottomless" also embodies the concept of "never ending", which is exactly
what Heaney is calling for. He is calling for Irishmen to unite, to never give up, and to keep
going until Ireland becomes what she has the potential to become.
After analyzing "Bogland" in this manner, it becomes clear that "Bogland" is a political
poem written with a political agenda. Not only does Heaney write from a “nationalist
background”, but he also shapes the poem as a plan of how Ireland can throw off the chains of
English colonialism through Irish nationalism (O’Driscoll 90). Imagining how the Irish might
imitate America, he pushes for this nationalism with his many allusions to American nationalism
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and his designation of Irish imitations. Heaney truly relays his vision of a united, nationalist
Ireland through circular metaphor and calls upon his country to fulfill it.
Such compelling evidence as this sufficiently fills the gap in the scholarly conversation
surrounding politics and bog poetry. This awareness subsequently allows us to examine the
volume, Door into the Dark, and other poetry in an entirely new light. However, one analysis
will not necessarily change the course of the conversation—many may read "Bogland" as a
simple process poem for decades to come. Despite this, I assert that "Bogland" is a politically
charged poem with clear evidence to support it. It was written to bridge the Irish to their national
consciousness and to close the chasm that sectarian violence had ripped into Irish unity. The task
was great, but Seamus Heaney accomplished what he set out to do.
On a larger scale, we might consider that “Bogland” is not a political poem just about
Ireland. It does not simply apply to Irish politics; it is not only commentary on the “Troubles.”
“Bogland” transcends time and space to apply to the entire world. It is a commentary on the
politics of America; the politics of Ireland; the politics and predicament of every suppressed
nation and community that lies under the thumb of an oppressor, struggles to find identity and a
place in the world, or is unable to pull itself onto its feet. It describes the plight of every
downtrodden, victimized people, and it teaches them how to move forward. It calls them to unite
under their own symbols—to come together under shared history—to come into their own
power—to take back what is theirs. It calls them to take pride in their national identity and to
find unity in a shared mission and a shared vision. In this poem, Heaney uncovers the
undercurrent hope of the nations to one day become what they were meant to be. Through
“Bogland,” Heaney declares to Ireland and to every oppressed nation and people, “Our day will
come.”
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